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Council recommended that the TAC for 
all skates, excluding Big and Longnose 
skates in the Central Regulatory Area, be 

set at the ABC level of 3,709 mt. These 
amounts are presented in Table 1.

TABLE 1.—FINAL 2004 ABCS, TACS, AND OFL FOR SKATES IN THE WESTERN (W), CENTRAL (C), EASTERN (E), AND 
GULFWIDE (GW) AREAS OF THE GULF OF ALASKA. (VALUES ARE IN METRIC TONS) 

Species/Area ABC TAC Overfishing 

Big and Longnose skate1/W and E and ‘‘Other’’ skates2/GW ................ 3,709 ................................... 3,709 ...................................
Big and Longnose skate/C ...................................................................... 4,435 ................................... 3,284 ...................................
Total/GW ................................................................................................. 8,144 ................................... 6,993 ................................... 10,859

1 Big skate means Raja binoculata and Longnose skate means Raja rhina.
2 ‘‘Other’’ skates means Bathyraja spp.

With respect to the final 2004 harvest 
specifications for the groundfish fishery 
of the GOA, published on February 27, 
2004 (69 FR 9261), this action would: 
(1) raise the gulfwide total OFL levels by 
10,859 mt, from 649,460 mt to 660,319 
mt, (2) raise the gulfwide total ABC 
levels by 8,144 mt, from 498,948 mt to 
507,092 mt, (3) raise the ‘‘other species’’ 
TAC by 350 mt (5 percent of 6,993 mt), 
from 12,592 mt to 12,942 mt, (4) raise 
the gulfwide total TAC levels by 7,343 
mt (6,993 mt + 350 mt), from 264,433 mt 
to 271,776 mt, which is within the 
required OY range of 116,000 mt to 
800,000 mt, and (5) raise the non-
exempt AFA catcher vessel ‘‘other 
species’’ sideboard limitation gulfwide 
total by 3 mt, from 113 mt to 116 mt.

Additional Management Measures

NMFS is adopting 4 management 
measures for skates that currently apply 
to ‘‘other species.’’ First, NMFS 
published a proposed rule 
implementing Amendment 63 to the 
FMP on January 6, 2004 (69 FR 614) 
which proposed to establish the 
maximum retainable amount of 
incidental catch for skates equal to that 
for ‘‘other species’’ (Table 10 to part 
679—Gulf of Alaska Retainable 
Percentages). These management 
measures will be implemented by the 
final rule for Amendment 63, which 
will be published separately in the 
Federal Register in the near future. The 
other management measures were 
published in the proposed 
specifications for skates on March 4, 
2004 (69 FR 10190).

Second, halibut bycatch mortality in 
the directed trawl fishery targeting 
skates will accrue to PSC limits 
established for the shallow-water 
complex, and bycatch mortality in the 
directed hook-and-line fishery targeting 
skates will accrue to the limits 
established for hook-and-line gear other 
than demersal shelf rockfish.

Third, the halibut discard mortality 
rates will be based on those for ‘‘other 
species’’ i.e., 13 percent for hook-and-

line gear, 61 percent for trawl gear, and 
17 percent for pot gear.

Finally, the sideboard limitations for 
non-exempt AFA catcher vessels for 
skates gulfwide will be based on the 
ratio of 1995–1997 non-exempt AFA 
catcher vessel catch of ‘‘other species’’ 
to 1995–1997 ‘‘other species’’ TAC, 
which is 0.9 percent. These amounts are 
33 mt (3,709 mt × 0.009) for all skates 
gulfwide, except Big and Longnose 
skates in the Central Regulatory Area, 
and 30 mt (3,284 mt × 0.009) for Big and 
Longnose skates in the Central 
Regulatory Area. Based on these 
sideboard limitations, and in 
accordance with § 679.20(d)(1)(iii), 
NMFS has established a directed fishing 
allowance of 0 mt for these targets. 
Therefore, NMFS is closing directed 
fishing for all skates gulfwide for the 
duration of the 2004 fishing year by 
non-exempt AFA catcher vessels.

Response to Comments

NMFS received one letter of comment 
in response to the proposed 2004 
harvest specifications for skates in the 
GOA (69 FR 10190, March 4, 2004) and 
the Environmental Assessment/Initial 
Regulatory Flexibility Analysis (EA/
IRFA) for a Revision to the Skate 
Harvest Specifications for the Year 
2004, implemented under the authority 
of the Fishery Management Plan for 
Groundfish of the Gulf of Alaska. The 
letter contained four separate comments 
concerning the proposed 2004 harvest 
specifications for skates and their effect 
on the ‘‘other species’’ category TAC in 
the GOA that are summarized and 
responded to below. The letter also 
incorporated by reference comments 
that were submitted on the notice of 
availability for Amendment 63 (68 FR 
67390, December 2, 2003). Those 
comments are summarized and 
responded to in the final rule 
implementing Amendment 63.

Comment 1. Due to the sensitive life 
history of skates (slow growth, late 
maturity, long life, and low fecundity) 
NMFS should adopt an exceptionally 

cautious management approach as 
frameworked in Option 3 (with 
suboption 1) analyzed in the EA/IRFA. 
The proposed 2004 skates harvest 
specifications are risk-prone and fail to 
prevent directed fishing for skates, fail 
to prevent localized depletion 
(especially of Big and Longnose skates), 
and fail to prevent the skate stocks from 
being depleted to levels considered near 
extinction.

Response. Option 3 was analyzed in 
the EA prepared for this action and 
considered by the GOA Plan Team, the 
Council, and its SSC, and AP. Option 3 
would create separate OFLs, ABCs, and 
TACs for three skate targets (Big skates, 
Longnose skates, and other skates) in 
three separate management areas 
(Eastern, Central, and Western) in the 
GOA. Of all the options considered, the 
EA acknowledged that Option 3 would 
provide the most protection for skates in 
the GOA. Pacific ocean perch (POP) in 
the GOA is managed in this manner. 
The rationale for the management of 
POP in this manner is that they are long 
lived, slow to mature, and could be 
subject to localized depletion. These 
observations are just as relevant for 
skates. However, no evidence is 
available to show that localized 
depletion of any skate species has 
occurred or is occurring. The estimated 
skate biomass, based on NMFS trawl 
surveys, has increased from 13,575 mt 
in 1984 to 25,953 mt in 2003 in the 
Eastern GOA, from 23,534 mt in 1984 to 
75,628 mt in 2003 in the Central 
Regulatory Area, and from 4,067 mt in 
1984 to 15,089 mt in 2003 in the 
Western Regulatory Area. However, 
given the sensitive life history of skates, 
Option 3 is a viable management option 
and should continue to be considered in 
the future as more information on the 
biology and condition of the skate 
stocks becomes available or if directed 
fisheries for skates in other areas begin 
to be developed in the future.

Based on the lack of information 
available regarding skates, the SSC 
recommended that a single gulfwide 
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